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 Designing for the Marginalized: A step 
towards understanding the lives of 
refugees and asylum seekers
 
 
Abstract 
When refugees and asylum seekers start new lives in a 
host community, they face many challenges and often 
rely on others for help. ICT can play a significant role to 
empower and support them in their new lives. In this 
paper, we focus on understanding the challenges that 
refugees and asylum seekers face in order to build a 
comprehensive perspective to design suitable 
technologies. As a first step, we carried out a 
qualitative study involving semi-structured interviews 
with 7 participants: 5 refugees and asylum seekers and 
2 activists. Our preliminary findings show that there are 
three common themes that affect such demography: 
(1) Social isolation, (2) Cultural backdrops, and (3) The 
role of technology. Based on this, we provide some 
early insights into designing an innovative ICT platform 
to empower refugees and asylum seekers for their 
social inclusion in the host society. 
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 Introduction 
The settlement of refugees is an international 
challenge. From July 2007 to July 2012, Australia 
received around 67,849 refugees and asylum seekers, 
representing approximately 0.3 percent of its 
population [2]. In the last ten years, a large number of 
newly arrived refugees in Australia faced social isolation 
due to limited language skills and the feeling of being 
displaced [5]. The field of HCI has a rich literature on 
designing for different vulnerable communities [3, 4, 6, 
7], however the vulnerable refugee group specifically 
has been less studied to date. This work aims to 
establish an early foundation to design innovative ICT 
tools by understanding the challenges these vulnerable 
people face, and their experiences of using technology, 
thus empowering them in their social inclusion.  
In our ongoing efforts towards achieving this aim, we 
carried out a qualitative study to discover refugee1 and 
asylum seekers’ experiences and understand the 
challenges they face in their daily lives. We involved 3 
refugees and 2 asylum seekers residing in Australia and 
2 activists –who participated in activities supporting 
refugee’s causes in an hour long interview process. In 
this paper we discuss our preliminary findings in three 
broad themes: social inclusion, cultural backdrops, and 
the role of technology. 
Related Work 
Despite the lack of research on refugees in HCI, we 
found a few studies that focused on refugees and 
asylum seekers. A study investigated how a computer 
club can help refugees to support their social ties [7]. 
Another study developed a mobile service, which 
enabled refugees to learn and navigate within their new 
surroundings [3]. Research within HCI has focused on 
homeless and low income people, and have explored 
the role technology can play in supporting their daily 
activity. These studies have highlighted the role of 
mobile phones among a homeless community [4] and 
the safety concerns of homeless young people [6].  
Study 
Our study used a qualitative approach as we wanted to 
develop a rich understanding of the challenges faced by 
refugees and asylum seekers. We recruited participants 
from a metropolitan city in Australia. We carried out an 
hour long interview at residences of our participants. In 
total, 7 participants were engaged to take part in this 
research. Our participants (Table 1) came from 
different background and cultures, involving four Iraqi, 
one Afghani, and two Australian. We involved two non-
political activists as we wanted to bring a different 
perspective to our data collection. In one case, we 
spent two days with an activist (P6) following her while 
she visited different asylum seekers. Figure 1 shows 
some examples of our participants’ household settings.  
Finding 
The analysis of our data showed three broad themes 
common among participants: (1) Social isolation, (2) 
Cultural backdrops, and (3) The role of technology.  
Social Isolation  
This was a common issue among our participants. 
Living without any family or friends and feeling lonely 
and depressed were distinct characteristics of four out 
of the five participants. For instance, P4 has lived in 
Australia for more than two years as an asylum seeker. 
During this time, he has often suffered from depression 
and feeling of loneliness. He commented: “yes this 
[isolation] is the main reason; no one contacts with us 
# Participants 
(Gender, Age & 
Origin) 
Current 
Employment 
1 Refugee (M, 40, Iraq) Taxi Driver 
2 Asylum Seeker (M, 
28, Afghanistan) 
Tiler 
3 Refugee (M, 23, Iraq) Hairdresser 
4 Asylum seeker (M, 
31, Iraq) 
Job seeker 
5 Refugee (M, 40, Iraq) Student  
6 Activist (F, 53, 
Australia) 
Not working 
7 Activist (M, 55, 
Australia) 
Post office job 
Table 1: Demographic information of 
our participants 
 
 
 
 
 
1. In Australia, refugees have 
permanent residence and access to 
public services (without the voting 
rights), whereas asylum seekers get 
temporary rights to stay and work in 
the country, conditional to their 
application receiving the refugee 
status. 
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 or ask about us, no one, and the second reason I am 
jobless, it is not easy to find job, I applied many times 
for job but I couldn't find yet”. The same point was also 
echoed during interviews with P1 and P5.  
In contrast, P2 provided a different view. He 
commented: “from my own experience, if you feel 
isolation the only thing can help you is to go outside 
and make new friends, and engaging in activities so 
that you will meet a lot of people and make a friendship 
with some”. P2 had a different lifestyle which gave him 
better opportunities. He had lived in India during his 
educational years, before arriving to Australia. 
Cultural Backdrops 
Our discussions with the participants also revealed 
several cultural issues that played an important role in 
the lives of the refugees and asylum seekers. We 
observed that certain characteristics of our participants’ 
cultural backgrounds worked adversely to their current 
situations [1]. There were instances, where participants 
had lied to their family members back home about their 
situation. P6, who frequently interacted with asylum 
seekers, said: “They are too ashamed to tell their 
family about their situation in Australia. Many of them 
are jobless, and they aren’t allowed to bring their 
family to Australia. They keep false promises to their 
families.” P1, P3 and P4 were also not being truthful to 
their families. 
Similarly, the cultural difference of having a distance 
between male and female members also played a role 
in making social connection. P7 explained the role of 
gender in some asylum seeker communities: “I used to 
invite Sri Lankan Tamil refugees and other communities 
for picnic, and I noticed that in each times all Sri 
Lankan women would have their food away from men. 
This doesn’t help in making social connections.”  
The Role of Technology 
Previous research has identified the use of technology 
as a master key for social and digital inclusion [2]. In 
our interviews, we noticed that all participants relied on 
some sort of technology to facilitate their daily 
activities. They used smart phones, computers, and 
iPads to keep them connected with their family 
members back home and to find jobs and relevant 
information from the internet. For instance, P6 
describes the role of technology among refugees and 
asylum seekers, saying: “Asylum seekers are very good 
at using technology, especially their mobile phones, but 
unfortunately their English is not good”. The use of 
apps such as Job Seekers and Gumtree, have helped 
P1, P2 and P5 find some temporary work to get by. 
They also relied on mobile phones to communicate with 
their families and friends through social networking 
services such as Facebook, Viber, WhatsApp and 
WeChat. P1, who worked as a taxi driver, relied heavily 
on technologies (his room is shown in Figure 1b). He 
had 2 PCs and a printer in his room. He would 
download useful ebooks and save them on his PC so 
that he can read them later. He would transfer some of 
these books to his iPhone so whenever he has free 
time, he can read something.  
Discussion and Future Work  
The work presented here will serve as an initial step to 
get to know the lives of the refugees and asylum 
seekers. We do understand that there are a much 
larger ethical and political concerns involved in 
designing technologies for this type of vulnerable 
community. We are in the process of developing a 
 
(a) 
 
(b) 
Figure 1: Some examples of our 
participants’ residences. 
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 better suited participatory design methodology to give 
a much stronger voice to this demography for designing 
appropriate tools. Within the HCI design community, 
this work can provide several design sensibilities when 
designing ICT tools. The cultural sensitivities, for 
example, are quite relevant when designing tools. One 
of the major challenges that we foresee in this research 
is to explore how we can balance such diverging 
cultures and connect them with the host nation’s 
cultural values in the design.  Given the fact that all our 
participants relied on some sort of technologies to 
facilitate their daily activities, there is a strong scope 
for designing novel applications to meet their needs. An 
idea for future design would be the implementation of a 
social networking platform to empower refugees and 
asylum seekers to have more inclusive interactions with 
their counterparts. Such a tool can also involve 
caseworkers, activists, volunteers and organizations 
where information can be exchanged freely.  
A larger question that we would like to address is to 
know if and how technology can offer new possibilities 
for social inclusion and empowerment of such a 
marginalized demography. We believe that our early 
findings may not bear any strong implications for 
design at this stage. However, we intend to create 
awareness within the HCI community towards the 
vulnerabilities of refugees and asylum seekers. 
References  
1. Hossein Adibi. 2006. Sociology of masculinity in the 
Middle East. In Social Change in the 21st Century 
Conference 2006, Brisbane, Australia. 
2. Khorshed Alam and Sophia Imran. 2015. The 
digital divide and social inclusion among refugee 
migrants: A case in regional Australia. Information 
Technology & People 28, 2, 344-365.  
3. Jennifer Baranoff, R. Israel Gonzales, Jay Liu, Heidi 
Yang, and Jimin Zheng. 2015. Lantern: 
Empowering Refugees Through Community-
Generated Guidance Using Near Field 
Communication. In Proceedings of the 33rd Annual 
ACM Conference Extended Abstracts on Human 
Factors in Computing Systems (CHI EA '15). ACM, 
New York, NY, USA, 7-12.   
4. Christopher A. Le Dantec and W. Keith Edwards. 
2008. Designs on dignity: perceptions of 
technology among the homeless. In Proceedings of 
the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in 
Computing Systems (CHI '08). ACM, New York, NY, 
USA, 627-636.  
5. Rae Walker, Lee Koh, Dennis Wollersheim, and 
Pranee Liamputtong 2015. Social connectedness 
and mobile phone use among refugee women in 
Australia. Health & Social Care in the Community, 
23, 3, 325-336.  
6. Jill Palzkill Woelfer, Amy Iverson, David G. Hendry, 
Batya Friedman, and Brian T. Gill. 2011. Improving 
the safety of homeless young people with mobile 
phones: values, form and function. In Proceedings 
of the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in 
Computing Systems (CHI '11). ACM, New York, NY, 
USA, 1707-1716.  
7. George Yerousis, Konstantin Aal, Thomas von 
Rekowski, David W. Randall, Markus Rohde, and 
Volker Wulf. 2015. Computer-Enabled Project 
Spaces: Connecting with Palestinian Refugees 
across Camp Boundaries. In Proceedings of the 
33rd Annual ACM Conference on Human Factors in 
Computing Systems (CHI '15). ACM, New York, NY, 
USA, 3749-3758.  
Provocations and Work-in-Progress DIS 2016 Companion, June 4–8, 2016, Brisbane, Australia
168
